The thymus has two functionally distinct populations of immature alpha beta + T cells: one population is deleted by ligation of alpha beta TCR.
During T cell development, the processes of selection and tolerance act on the universe of expressed T cell receptors in the thymic cortex to form the repertoire of mature T cells that will respond to foreign antigen in the context of self-MHC in that animal. We have subdivided the cortical thymocytes into three functionally distinct populations: one population which is antigen-receptor negative, a second population which is antigen-receptor positive and is resistant to deletion by signaling through the antigen receptor, and a third population which is also antigen-receptor positive but is sensitive to deletion. These results have implications for the cellular compartments in which positive and negative selection occur and for the biochemical mechanisms that mediate selection and tolerance.